Reminiscences Concerning Bluebell's Final Commercial Issue
by Seth B. Winner

Editor's note: We celebrate the release of
"Jussi Bjorling in Concert: Finland & the
U.S.A. {1940-1957)" on Bluebell ABCD
116 -a 2 CD set offered for sale on the
enclosed flyer.
BCD 116 has been announced as
the final issue from Bluebell of
Sweden. For me, this news is a bittersweet farewell to a company that for 30
years had dedicated its efforts to issuing the
surviving unpublished broadcast recordings
of Jussi Bjorling, and then gone on to bring
the work of other Swedish vocal artists to
international notice, in its "Great Swedish
Singers" series. In fact, Bluebell kept the
Bjorling legacy alive and before the public
more reliably than any of the big corporations that the great Swedish tenor had
recorded for. Commendably, this little company kept its issues in print always. Kudos
to the late Frank Hedman and his widow
Hanna for pursuing a dream that went far
beyond an initial commercial venture.
The four-CD set issued on WHRA as
"Jussi Bjorling Live" was mainly about the
great tenor's most famous radio broadcasts
from the United States. But included in
that compilation were a number of items
from Sweden that had never been published
before, due to the great cooperation from
Bluebell and the JB Museum. Thanks to the
friendly cooperation of the Bjorling Societies in USA and Sweden in financing this
set, the tenor's voice was issued in the best
possible sound for the first time in recorded
history. Those of us who had collected many
of these recordings via underground tapes
and pirate records years ago could finally
replace those awful artifacts!
While the set was being produced, a
number of new broadcast items surfaced
during its production that could not be
included at the tirr>f'. Thanks to the efforts
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of Harald Henrysson and Dan Shea, who
enlisted many individuals to successfully
produce the present Bluebell 116, we now
have a kind of sequel to the WHRA set.
Although five of Bjorling's six Bell
Telephone Hour concerts had been found in
excellent sound for the WHRA set, no such
good-quality source for the November 15,
1948 was available until recently. This Bluebell issue now completes the entire cycle
of broadcasts; its importance in being included in this compilation is due to the fact
that it documents the first time that Jussi
performed one of his most favorite encores,
Tosti's 'Talba separa dalla luce l'ombra''. He
was in excellent form for this occasion. My
personal favorite is the opening selection,
sung in English, of the aria from RimskyKorsakoff's opera Sadko, entitled "The Song
of India''. It still brings tears to my eyes
every time 1hear that performance.
This issue was derived from a wide variety of sources that were not in as pristine
shape, sound-wise as most of the WHRA
set. Starting in the 1930s and extending into
the early 1950s radio broadcasts as well as
live performances usually were preserved
using instantaneously cut lacquer-coated
aluminum or glass based discs. Magnetic
tape generally became the medium of
choice by the early- to mid- l 950s in most
countries.
Recorded discs generally are more
problematic than tape due to the fact that
decades of storage under less than ideal
conditions take their toll, and repeated
playback with heavy pickups and/or worn
styli seriously degrade the playing surfaces
of these discs. As a result, there is a certain
amount of inherent surface noise that
remains despite the careful application of
various digital processes and restoration
programs that are designed to ameliorate
this specific problem. The 1940 Ford Sunday

Evening Hour Broadcast provided many
examples of this problem. Two different
sources were used to restore this program:
the prime source was from a set of 12 inch,
78rpm discs recorded in Los Angeles, while
the second source was a 16 inch disc revolving at 33-1/3 rpm that was recorded in
Rhode Island. Between the two recordings,
I was able to recreate the broadcast in its
entirety, with the exception of the first bars
of the orchestral introduction to the Bartlett
work, which was missing in both sources.
My thanks to Ward Marston for making the
initial transfer of the 16 inch disc that was
in his collection.
The digital restoration tool that I chose
for processing the material presented in
this issue is manufactured by CEDAR of
England; specifically, their Cambridge Suite,
which can remove transient (clicks/pops/
crackle) and broadband (surface/hiss) noise
very successfully without affecting the overall frequency response of the audio being
processed. An additional CEDAR plug-in
that is implemented in the Sadie Disc Editing system, is a program called RETOUCH
that can be used to manually remove and/
or modify various noise events and signal
dropouts which can be quite annoying at
times.
One might think that working with
the magnetic tape sources would pose few
problems, but even there, digital technology
was applied to fix a myriad of complications. I ceuldn't figure out why there were
so many dropouts in the 1951 Finnish
all-Sibelius broadcast. It was recorded on
magnetic tape, and it should have been
trouble free. However, as Harald Henrysson's article in the booklet explains, the
Finnish Radio station that recorded this
broadcast had just installed a set of new
tape recorders for rebroadcast and reference
purposes. What I didn't know at the time I
was restoring this broadcast, was that the
many dropouts in the signal were caused
by a used reel of tape that contained over
160 original splices which needed to be
repaired in order to play back the broadcast
properly! It took a lot of painstaking effort
to restore this concert utilizing the above-

mentioned Cedar RETOUCH plug-in. One
needs to recall that the cost of recording
tape was very expensive sixty years ago evidently, the engineers at the radio station
used a reel of tape that must have been used
for some sort of editing session which was
then erased and reused for this concert. I
have had previous experience with similar
situations; every splice has to be opened
carefully, cleaned and repaired. A reel like
this could take up to 2 days to repair! The
1955 Finnish concert stemmed from an FM
air check done at the time of the original
broadcast. Its sound is very good, but the
digital dub that I worked from suffered
from intermittent high end frequency loss
due to improper playback of the original
tape. The RETOUCH plug-in, mentioned
above, came in very handy in lessening
the audio problems in this broadcast. As
Harald Henrysson's online Phonography
states, this source has two missing passages
in the Wagner selection, and the end of the
Nordqvist song is missing. Through careful
digital editing and equalization, I used the
"Pillbox Concert" of 18 December 1954 in
order to fix the two missing passages in
the Wagner selection, and the Grona Lund
Concert of26 June 1958 for the concluding section of the Nordqvist song. We are
indebted to Harald for his connections in
securing both Finnish broadcasts for issue.
The New Orleans concert of 14 December 1955 took the greatest amount of
time to restore. The original tape was not
available to transfer, so I had to work with
an analogue tape dub of the main part of
the recital, and a digital dub of the three
encores that were performed at the conclusion of the concert. There were slight pitch
problems throughout, which needed to be
corrected as the tape was being transferred.
I had to deal with the fact that the engineer
in charge of this event had indiscriminately manipulated the overall level as the
recital proceeded. As a result, many hours
of careful digital editing were required to
correct this problem. There were numerous
electronic noises and small dropouts that
needed to be removed, which resulted in
several more ho1_•r~of utilizing the above-

mentioned RETOUCH plug-in to remedy
these technical flaws. The source also suffers
from poor microphone placement, resulting
in the singer's voice sounding more distant
than the piano. Judicious digital noise
reduction and equalization was applied to
make the resulting sonic picture as realistic
as possible. One final note about this concert: the beginning of the Verdi encore was
missing; I filled this gap by using a recording of this encore from the 20 October 1955
Seattle recital.
The 17 February 1957 TV telecast that
concludes this issue originates from the
soundtrack of a kinescope that was made
at the time of the performance. The sound
is typical of what television sounded like
in the 1950's: limited frequency response,
noisy, slight pitch instability and severe
compression resulting in some very strange
dynamics in the loud and quiet passages.
After careful digital processing, the resultant audio quality may not be up to an FM
radio broadcast at the time, but the overall
sound is superior to previously issued
private editions.
We are proud to have worked on this
compilation, and honored to have produced
what will be the last issue from a record
company that was totally dedicated in its
mission in perpetuating the recorded legacy
of one of the greatest tenors of the 20th
Century. Posterity will be ever greatful to
the Hedmans and to Harald Henrysson
for their work in keeping Sweden's favorite
musical son before the public for future
generations.
In September of 2010, Dan and I
presented a program of material from the
WHRA set to the Vocal Record Collectors'
Society in New York City. Geoffrey Riggs,
the Society's program director, invited us
some time ago to repeat a similar program
in February of 2013. Now we have agreed,
but we can also update our answer to the
eternal question, "What's new on the Bjorling front?" ■
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